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S THIS GUIDE FOR YOU?

ltisat you are:

M A <chool. district or community leader interested in having
discussions with your communiy members about improving
schools

B ] ooking for a low-cost but systemane way o cather iformaton

about public opimons on educauon

B Prepared to act on what vou hear from your commumty.
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Do-t-Yourselt Focus Groups. A Low-Cost Way to Listen to Your Community

The mission of the Education Commission of the States (ECS) is to help state leaders
develop and carry out policies that promote improved performance of the education
system, as reflected in increased learning by all citizens.

Thrs publication 1s runded by a generous grant from the Annenhere Foundation

Writers: Arleen Amsparger and Marjorie Ledell. Educators from the Nutional Alhanee tor
Restructanng Education Schoos in Kentucky and Towa educators who are part ot the New
Iowa Schools Development Corporation network provided helpful suggestions in the

development of this publication.

CS s working with New American Schools to help all students achieyve at higher Tevels
New Amencan Schools 1v i coaliton of several partners dedicated to supporting innovative.
~gecesstul ~chools throvzhout the country, These partiers include ECS. the New Amenican
Schools Development Corporation (2 nonprofit. nonpartisan organizaton founded in 1991
fund the research and development ot high-quality education improvement destgnsy, the seven
New Ainerivan Schools design teans, the RAND corporation. school districts and states that
have commtted to putting niew school improsement etforts m place on o wide scale, and

hundreds of schools across Amernica.

Copies of this book are available for S10.00 plus postage and handhing trom the ECS
Distributton Center, 707 17th Street, Swite 2700, Denver. Colorado 80202-3427,
303-299-3682 Ak tor Noo AN-97 2 ECS accepts prepard orders, MasterCard, American
Fxpressand Visa, All sales are final.

ECS i pleased o have other orgamizattons or indivrduals share it materials with their
consttuents To request perission e excerpt part of this publication aither in print or
clectromeatlyv. please write or fax Josie Canates. Education Commissie ot the States, 707 17th
St. Suite 2700, Denver, Cotorado 80202-3427: fax: 303-296-5332.

»Copyright 1997 by the ECS. Al nghts reserved.

The Educanon Commission of the States is a nonprofit. nationwide interstate compact
tormed 1n 1963 to help governors, state legislators, state educaton officials and others develop
policies to mmprove the quality of education at all levels. The ECS oftice ss located 1o Denver.,
Colorado.

10 BECS poliey totake affinmative action to prevent discrmenation imts pohicies.,
procnums and employment practices.

Postage and handhng charges 1f your order totals: Up 10 $10.00, $3.00; $10.01-525.00.
$4.25. 925 01-530.00, $5.75: 350.01-575.00. $8.50: $75.01-5100.00. $10.00: over $100.00.
$12.00.

Generous discounts are avatlable tor bulk orders of singie publications. Taey are: 10-24
copres. 10%% discount; 25-49 copies, 20% discount: 50+ copies, 30% discount.
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A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

Nul fone e cducatons had e pubiic's pesmssion to make decestons about the duection

scheods sheald take ~o Chitldren coubd fearn Many parenes and some comuniy niembcet s
would fisten as teachers and admimistrators gave them mtormanon: Fhey wouald listen. nad. then

2oabout e own ives, tusting that cducators kiew hest

That wais then thes iy now . Toduy, parents and mam communits members are ashing t
hive astrong voree i deterimmneg the direction schools take. They are doing the talkimg and
asking educators o listen and respond to ther guesttons ind concerns and imclude them as
partners m mak g decistons that aftect therr chirldren and the tuture ot therr commumnities,
School, distret and state leaders across the couney cue learnmy that they need toactinveds

nvolve therr communities it they want toamprove schools sigmiticavls

Pubhc oprnian survess show that public concern Tor the quality of cducabonis atan
all-trme hieh A recent national poll conducted by the Bduc ston Commission of the States
CEONT shows that aomagoriey o the naton’s voters want magor changes i public schools, And
EOST work i states, with the New American Schools ettort and other education nmprosement
ity es, bas contirmed tor us that conmmunty members have expeniences, ideas and energy o

bring to the task ot improsing student learning,

There are many wavs (e learn what is on people’s minds.includine fopmal research
icthods and itormial conversations tor what we call “doat-yvourselt tocus groups™ These
ntormal consersations are butlt on a simpledirect approach 1 vou swant to ko s hat
people are tinkimg, just ask them! Whide they do nottake the place of formal. rescarch-based
tucus croups dosityourselE focos cronps can pve e sahaable mtormanen abont s hat s
nuporant to people m vour school community . what changes they want to see i then scheols
and how they want to participate m making decisions about those chanees Thes will hetp vou
satherantormation m i ssstenaiie was. organize what von hear and use i to cusde school

chanees

W tree you to tabe sentousty people’s needs to be heard on the subject of educanon, o be
wotl-served by therr scheols and o bave some vorce medeternmme the direction then schonds
tahe And we hope Do-fe-Yowerset) Focas Growes A Tow-Cong Was Lo L isien T Yo
Commuaniv wall be avaluable ool 1o hedp vou build paninerships with people m s our

v.'\‘ll]”lllllll'\

Giood Tuck!

P dsues G0l i ¢
\

Arleen Armsparger Marorie A Ledell
Dircctor of Communications Fducation Consuliant
Fducation Commission of the States
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Do-tt-Yourself Focus Groups A {.ow-Cost Way to Listen to Your Commurnity

INTRODUCTION

'rln\ ctide s designed o hiclp school distct and/or conumuminy feaders facthtate

discusstons with community membe- about improving schools. These discussions will
help vod Utake the palse™ of voui commumity and beter understand what i impoertant to

variety af people i regard o therr schoots,

Listenmg and respondime to your community are vital elements inan effective
cotmunications strategy. And a comprehensive. strategie communications strategy is i
necessiry componaent to all school and district etforts to improve stdent learning.

® Develop a comprehensive education improvement plan and accompanying
communications plan.

® Use polls and focus groups to surface public concerns and gquestions about
education. You must know what community members see as problems in schools
betore you present solutions.

B |dentify groups and/or individuals who need to be involved. Create key messages
that respond to distinct aroups, yel communicate consistently about the proposed
changes.

| M Develop examples and materials. People need the chance to see rather than just
hear about changes in schools.

® Build coalitions. Enlist and maintain the support of influential business and
community leaders who can marshal resources betund your efforts to improve
achievement.

& Anticipate, respond to and involve critics. You must be ready to answer their
concerns and benef* from their constructive criticism.

& Communicate pragress. Community members need to see movement toward the
finish line.
For more help in developing a communications strategy, call the Education Commussion
of the States at 303-299-3692 and ask for Building Community Support for Schools: A
Practical Gude to Strategic Communications. Ask for Publication No. AN-97-3, $10.00 per
copy. plus postage and handling.

Educattan Commussion of the States




Do-it-Yourself Facus Groups. A Low-Cust Way to Listen to Your Communtity

This guide will help you:
B Roach vut toyour cominiunity wembers
B Gather informauon about public opinion i systematic way

B Record that informaton m an objectis e way (rather than depend on the interpretation of

mdiy iduals i the room)
B Report fndings o sour community

B Provide a credible, consistent method Lor fearnimg what i~ naportant to people in vour

~chool commumity,

We have leamed trom colleagues 1 school distticts that the strategy recommended in this
gutde 15 far more etfectve than holding a series of disconnected conversations without

tracking the results of those conversations.,

Formal Focus Groups or “Do-lt-Yourselt” Informal Focus Groups?

Ths giide o do-it-y ourselt focus groups draws from the methodology researchers use
when they conduact "formal focus groups.” Formal focus groups are an excellent tool to use in
collecting qualitative data *o complement quantitative research that gives you information to
ruide vour work In formal focus groups. representative participants die selected by a research
argart ~ation based on demographies of the groups whose opimons are being sohicited: the
maoderator directs avery controtled discassion.

Do-it-yourself focus groups (which we refer to throughout thrs guide simply as “focus
groups"1depend less on tormal research echmigues and more on spontaneous, interactive
dialogues between the tacilitator and participants and also among participants themselves.
They are a valuable fow-cost strategy to help people understand one another. They involve
712 people who meet i anonthreatemng environment and have vuded discusstons on
predetermined subjects, There are several destred outcomes:

B Partteipants leave the discussion with a better understanding ot different points of view.

& Pawuapants have an opportuitity o share what is tinportant o them with school and
cammunity leaders.

& Focus-group sponsors teirn what people i the community think about the schools and what

tdeas they have for change.

8 Sponsors use the information gained to help gmde their work tm the schools. They also

inform community members about what they heve learned

Purticipants are imvited in a more random manner than tor formal focus groups used in

roscarch and do not necessartly represent the full demographic range of a community.

Dosat-vourself focus groups do not replace formal focus groups, but are a valuable addition
to more formal focus group research.

J
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Do-it-Yoursel Focus Graups A 1 ow-Cost Way 1o Listen to Your Commuinity

REMEMBER: When you ask peogie to tell you what they think about and want in their

schools, they assume something will change as a resuit of their comments,

Theretore, do not undertake this strategy unless you intend to use what you learn to

become more responsive to your community. It IS critical that you act on information
i you gather.

To use this guide as a training tool:

Though this purde s destgned o hetp people carry out therr own community
Lol CrSalions, Yot dlso imirht consider using 10 to ram facriators who then can be avaibable to

vonduct these conversations i therr own ar nerghboring communities

Education Commussion of the States




Do-it-Yourself Focus Groups' A L ow-Cost Way fo Listen to Your Community

SPONSORING DO-IT-YOURSELF FOCUS GROUPS

You need focus groups if you:

B Kpow who vour tew supporters and o ties ares but are unsure ot what the much lareer croup

of Tess vocal people m vour commumes reabls think CPlis s the BIG ONED

B Realize geting people 1o "buy =™ to ~chool feaders” predetermmined course o action will

tarl in the Tong run because many people genwmnedv want to have a voree i what schouls do

B Nced to see it the woerds vou are using to deseribe vour work are beiny heard and

understoond.

You should not conduct focus groups if you:

8 Are not gomge to take comments sertousty and change what vou are domg as i resail o) what
yvou hear, CThis s another BIG ONED

B Revcard commumity ainput as qusta check -off e, mstead o a process o add value toow bt

vou ate dome.

Are sure that f you tilkoand reason with people fonyg enoughl evervone will nltimatels agree

with vou,
Beheve those persons who disagree with vou just need to be educited ™

Behiese the only worthwhile opmtons (o constder are from people who have o

comprehensive grasp of the total complexity of schooling

This guide will help you:

@ Find out what i~ on people’s minds about schools,

® [dentity words and language that better communieate messages and behaviers so evervone

will be bever heard and anderstoad.
B Anticipate, respond and benetit trom eniticean before it becomes controversy.

B Capture diverse opintons to help vou see issues trom a varet of perspectives. This will Tay
the groundw ork 1or budlding awareness, understandimyg, support and ads ocacy tor publie
education und the need to mprove 1t

8 Be more comtortable hearing opimons very different from yours, <o yvou can clanfy what

the major sssues and concerns are.

B evelop short- and long-term strategies to strengthen vour communications etforts.

Il
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Joat-Yoursolf Focus Graups. A Low-Cast Way 12 Listen 1o Yaur Commumty

Below are answers to some commonly asked questions about tocus groups:

Q What ure do-it-yourself focus groups?

A They are wow cost structured way o listen te vour comumiy,nternaily and exteinari
Che conversations ammony 712 people over g i nanate or two hoeas pertod ale suded iy s

ahiecin e tramed faabtaton usine opredeternimimed set ol questons,

Q Are do-it-yourself focus groups the same as formal focus groups?

A The structne of do-it-yourselt focus groups follow s e tormal focus group medel useid by
protessional public opmion rescarchers. Uphike tormal focus groups the recrutmient process
for doat-yourself focus groups does not guarantee that cach conversation il include a
representin e sanple ot laroer sreaps Fhe fonmat does, oswes e prosade o mere

spontaicatsomtenactine diatogue dmoeny partiarpants

Q W ho should be a facilitator?

A Someone whoss seenas objecnn eand wha hos had experience i facihitating eronps
Many commumities find muore success waith taciitators who do not work for the school distrct

or who come trom nerghboring commumuoies v See How to Select a Baciitator on pase 7

Q Are focus groups a way to set up meetings where 1 can present information about
schaol improvemicnt efforts and other positive aspects of what we ‘o and “let™ people ask
¢ questions? In other words, can § use these proups as a way to get “buy-in™ from the
public?

A No Dot vounsedt tovas ctoaps revolve aronm Ea predeterminied sor ol questions so von
can eet i e spontaneois Shiective teadime oo hag randomls serecred people think
dhout your schooltsy wor speaitic mitiatives pertaining to student achieyement. math programs
o whatever vou wornld develop questions abouty No presentation of matertab s made. unless it
bosnnphy te demenstrate semething souowdb sk particpanis roresponda tooee vovan contld
e peaple report cards and testteldess e cettherr epimton of what thes wondd do to improse
the mtormation parents receny e I vounwant o hold conversations preceded by presentations,
that s awhole ditterent approach and persiasive mnature, Those tvpes o comversations e
Lefd ny schonlwrde mechmes, commitice meehngs (site-based councrls PTAS eten and cottees

where school personnet set the agenda,

Q What can Hearn trom focus groups?

A Through tocus groups, you cetan ided of how vartous people i sour community feel

abontyour schoolybased onaser cfguesiens yon prepare moadvanee

Education Commission of the States




Do-it-Yourself Focus Groups: A Low-Cost Way to Listen to Your Community

Q How are the conversations set up?

A The questions are asked by an objective tacilitator. Partucipants answer verbally. through
interaction with other participants and often through written responses to the facilitator. Muny
umes a recorder works with the facilitator to help capture the dialogue. and/or the session 1s
audiotaped. (IT you have the equipment. you also may want to videotape the session. While a
video record can be helptul, you must get signed releases from each parucipant allowing
themsebves 1o be videotaped., and be very clear about how the video will and will not be used.
Be aware that sometimes the knowledge of being videotaped inhibits people’s discussions.)
The facilitator uses the audiotape. videotape (1if available), recorder’s notes. and his/her own
notes and retlections to prepare a summary of the information. To give you an idea of how the
conversations can unfold on a variety of issues, we have included more outcomes (see pages
13-171 than you can comfortably cover 1n 90 minutes or two hours. We recommend that you
limit the number ot destred outcomes so people teel they have had adequate tme to discuss
euch.

Q What is in a focus group summary?

A The summary consists of tallies of questions that called for a show of hands: answers on
the response forms: overview of the discussion and general observations: and notuble quotes
which illustrate an observation particularly well. To ensure accuracy in your summary, refer to
the audio- and/or videotape as you prepare your report. (Assure participants of contidentiality
am that their comments will not be attributed to individuals by name.)

Q What does it cost to conduct focus groups?

A It 15 assumied facilitators will be voluateers or accept a minimal project fee ($100-$200

for themselves or therr orgamization. Food and factlity costs depend on cach location. You also

may choose to offer participants a nominal fee ($25-$50) as an incentive to g .acipate.

Q Whaom do I call to find out more about do-it-yoursell focus groups ¢r be trained in
how to conduct them?

A For more information about do-it-yourself focus groups or to ask about train.. g, call or
write Arleen Amsparger at the Education Commission of the States (ECS). 707 17¢th Street,
Suite 2700, Denver. CO 80202-3427, 303-299-3653: aumsparger@ecs.org: or Marjone Ledeil,
8828 238th Street, NW, No. B-2. Edmonds. WA 98026, 206-771-8423;
mledel@sle shorelin wed.net.edu.
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How T SELECT A FACILITATOR

Role of the facilitator:

Pl et ke g ol pldiscabosneny anotind speg e predeternned subjectsomam
abjective. tespectt b manner Fhe tacintator s vreatest challenee soil be o be seen tn

Dottt s ehiective and ettective vonversatien Jeader

Pheomncthe o e atton snould b aidiotapod iidoss videctaped o provide aorecond o e
dacussathe Laomator also nnes serve s the reconder, notne participants” coniments il
bocpiny tack of the results of votes Lthen o speaiiic questions. 1es hedptul tor facilitators o
work i paiis This “buddy system™ adtows ane person o taciittate the descussion, the other to
tahe notes and handle other mectmye Lovistes The “haddy 7 abso can help the partner leadine
the decussron improve iescher skalis By cttorty constractine commicnits to the discission

Leader atter partaipants fease

The facilitator should be:

B A Redled obwednve bistener

B Comtortable and tamithar with croup processes

B ABC o create andmannton the cronp’™s cnttisy s and neress

B {nionned about the backeround ad expectations of the people ot group sporisating the

IR TAUTRITAN
B Lanubon waith tocus-croup objectives and copected aiteonies

Idealiv . tactitator shoubd be an objective person trom outside the school or distriee,
Atheneh e or she could be trom within the education community - This individual should
receive training in how to be a good tacilitator. Iachtanng tocus aroups reguures o ditterom
appreach than simpty gtiidig conversations [nthic thonmy we hase conducted to desclop dns
curde, particpants consestenty hane recognized the need for tacthtanon tamimg to hetpbiem

Srhectvels carry cat dao ity e st focns groups.

How to find a good facilitator:

Somwe possebilitie mclude: a local husimess or religrous institution that can suggest names
~1peopic they pse s facthugors the Tearue of Wamen Voters or other oreanizations
rospected wathim vour communmity, the recional cducation aeency that provides tamne aind
techincab assistance toeschools, ~uch as boards of cooperative cducation services orreeional
cdncation service nnits You smeht hine o otier aononinal tee oc contribution to the
arvamzatton providing the tacitatons Some ot these crzamzations abso otter tacthitiation
trany

tducation Conunssion of the States Page 7




Do-It-Yourself Focus Groups. A Low-Cost Way to Listen to Your Community

Qualities to look for in a facilitator:

A factlitator should be comtortable being objective in a conversation about education. She
or he should be able 1o listen to diverse points of view and possible inaccurate perceptions
without interrupting the conversation o challenge or correct stiutemeness made by participants.
The facilitator should be able 1o maintain a neutral expression regardless of what is said by
participants and should be able to avoid becoming defensive if a participant criticizes the
schools or district. (Most of us find these approaches very difficult - that’s one of the reasons
facilitation training is so important!)

Ideally, the facilitator aiso should be someone unknown to the participants and should not
be viewed as someone with a particular point of view to advocate or as a representative of the

schools. The tacilitator should be skilled at “managing”™ a conversation. ensuring that ground
rules (see page 9) are followed and that everyone participates. The facilitator should be able to
ask probing questions that bring out participants’ opinions, attitudes and concerns.

As a facilitator, do:

@ Follow the discussion outline and activities as designed in a consistent manner
from group to group; use the same questions in each session.

® Use a neutral, yet comfortable and inviting tone of voice and facial expressions.

m Ask questions to clarify participants’ points and increase understanding of each
point made by participants.

® Ensure that each participant contributes throughout the conversation.

B Give people time to think by using pauses whenever needed. Be comfortable
with silences.

W Be respectfut of all points of view and instruct those in the group to do the same.
Remind people that this is not a debate or an attempt to reach consensus on any
issue. It is merely a vehicle for people to express their opinions and perceptions
about specific issues so that the persons initiating the conversations can learn
what is important to their community members, what is understood or not
understood by community members, and what the community thinks about
various issues.

| Use plain language.
B Keep the discussion moving to stay within the specified timeframe.

Page 8 Education Commussion of the States




Do-1t-Yourself Focus Groups. A Low Cast Way to Listen ta Your Commumty

As a facilitator. don’t:

® Try to guide the participants to ycur own ccnclusions.

8 Share your own opinion or point of view or experiences.

8 Dominate the conversation.

B Criucize or ridicule anyong’s comments or aliow anyone in the group to do so.
8 Challenge the accuracy of participants’ knowledge or views.

8 Translate education jargon. (If someone asks what a term means, ask the
individual using it to explain what he or she means by the term, then ask cthers
that definition matches their interpretation; this gives information about how
terminology the schools are using 1s understood — or not understood — by
community members.}

8 [nterpret participants' comments tor the group.

8 Give answers about the education issues being discussed. This is not a forum
for participants to gain information, but for you to learn what they do and do not
understand.

Atcach tocus proup, the tacthitator ~hould establish vround rules with participants and sk
the proup to help ensure that these rules are honored. Lamit discusston about ground rules to
tive minutes so vou do notlose time needed 1or the conversaton. Suggested ground rules
fellow You might Bist these. then ask it the group woutd hke to delete or add any. Ttisalw
belpful to postthe ground rules i the rocm onca tipehart or taped 1o the wall, so soo canrefer

to them when necessary,

® Respect all views and resist the urge to conveart others to your viewpoint.
8 Be courteous when speaking and listening.

& Be bnef and talk in plain language.

8 Allow everyone an equal opportunity to express their views.

8 Respond first to questions the facilitator asks and then offer any additional
comments.

8 Everyone is responsibie for ensuring that everyone is heard and understood.

tducation Commissign of the States




Dao-it-Yourself Forus Groups A L ow-Cost Way to Listen to Your Commumty

Tasks for facilitators:

O Work with sponsors to select a focation and visitthe sites ask for one long table o
accommodate 7-12 people so they can see one another and be sure cemtortable chars are

avanfable
O Work with sponsors to arrange for child care.

CIWork with sponsors to select participants. A fot o eroup of 7-12 people Fewer than sis or

more than 14 people make effective conversation difficult

D)1 aosmail budget s avadable, olter people an incenuve to participate. Some groups offer a
meal or small amount of money to cach individual. If an organizaton is recruiting for you,
constder offering the organization a small donation.

O Waork with sponsors (o develop a conversation gutde (see page 13 tora “Sample

Conversatren Guide™ Be sure you are familiar wath this guide betore the focus group ineets,
O Make copies of response torms or any other materials you will use.
O Compile complete list of participants.

O Have checks or cash ready to give participants (optionaly and expense forms to {iil out and

return to you if vou are reimbursing participants for expenses
O Take nime tags, markers. pens. notepads, masking tape. table cards for people’s names.
0 Work with sponsors to arrange for thp charts, food and drinks.
00 Take tist of ground rules to review with participants.

0 Arrange for audiotapinyg: take microphonersi. tape recorder. tapes. ¢xtra batteries and
extension cords,

0 Muhe sure to gather att matertals (flip charts. response forms. cte.) from the session,

O Provide a ttmeframe for reporting Nindings,

17
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LOGISTICS FOR HOSTING
DO-IT-YOURSELF FOCUS GROUPS

Location:

Prosatyoursel tocus vroups shouid be held ot the school srounds i a gaaet rosim whicre
the Comversation wiif not be mterrupted . Possible sttes ictude aomeetiny roam i o hodel,
testaurant. vhurch, public hibrary or oftice burldig. Focus croups used tor research oiten are
heldm specradly designed tacthues with g one-was niror so participants can be observed by
athers and videotaped. Facihitators and the sponsorimg school or distriet should work teectha

to hind anappropriate location that otters casy access by car and mass transportaton

Scheduling:

Y ouwilb be more sticcesstul tectuitime parbiopanis i vou seheduie cvenmye proups B

session shoutd be na more than DO minaies to two houes inlength
Logistics Checklist:
O Quict mecting 1oom

O One table and comtortable chairs set up to cncotirage zood mietaction amang parlicipants

and atlow cach pariicipant o sce and be seen by the taailitator,
O A tape L ecorder and omm-directonad microphone m center of table or multiple nicrephones
& Name tags or name tents for parncipants to place on the able
3 Easet with .. »white hoard and markers i the room,
Z Cluld care om sire

O Approprate toad tor the tune of day siachs, donks sandwaches it during a meal. Seunp
aseparate tables Ak peaple to stay tor the duration of the consersation. exeept whena
huthroom break s needed.

O Plan to pay cach participant trom 25350 or otfer a donation toa vroup trom which the
participants will be drawn. You nught determine that pay will not be necessary and people

will be watling to volunteer their nme

Reminders for facilitator:
O Arrive catly to niake necessary preparations.
O Review the tacihitator's guide.

O Testall audiosisual equipment vou will e usme.

BEST CoUPY hvAiLATiE
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How TO RECRUIT PARTICIPANTS

thn dotyg tormal focus groups for quabitative rescarch, the participant sclection pracess
involves samphny a targeted group of individuals  — using methodology to select people
acco.ding o the purpose of the rescarch. For do-it-yourself focus groups. the sponsoning
school or distriet feader should identity participants in as methodical a way as possible

Decide which groups ot people you want o hear from. For example: teachens, Adfricun-
Amenican parents, white parents, businesspeople. etc. Divisions could be made by occupation,
socidl class, age, timaly characteristies . ethncity or child’s grade devel Ttworks bestto keep
each group as alike or similar as possible, according to the criteria you have set for that group.
For example. rescarchers have learned that miang ethmicity and/or economic status i the
same group often s a barrier to open dialogue. Others, however. have tound that mixing
pirents whose children are in different grade levels can be a plus. Elementary parents alone
often have too limited a perspective on various issues vou want to discuss, We recommend
hosting two focus group sessions per group of people you decide you want to hear from to get

a more accurate snapshot of where (he community stands.

® When tocus groups are set up, factittators should work with the sponsars to selecta
cross-section of people not already visthle in the community. For exampie. you nught look
to membership hists of PTAs or PTOs, chambers of commerce, Rotary Clubs, Amencan
Association of University Women, local garden clubs, and also to any public list such as

county clerk records of registered voters.

B The tradittonal view of parents should be expunded to iclude grandparents, guardians,
step-parents, foster parents, ete. Facilitators should be sure their fanguage does not exciude

or demonstrate & bras about the role ot the “parent.”

Within a predetined group, paruaipants should be randomly scelected. Do not hand pick
participants to reflect your own personal bias on the education issues to be discussed. This will
make the information you collect of little or no use. and it will have zero credibility with

anyone receiving the information you gather. Deliberately seek out the unfamiliar faces.

How to contact participants (to be done by facilitator, school or district

personnel):

|/ Sendinvitation letter with stamped. seit-addressed RS VP card (see sample on page 25) one
to two weeks ahcad of the focus group date.

W Make a reminder phone call or send a reminder post card (see sample phone message on
page 25). You must make personal contact with enough peopie 1o ensure that you will have
asufficient number to go ahead with the group. Over-recruit!! You can always pay people
or teed them and send them home if vou don’t need them.

19
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SAMPLE CONVERSATION GUIDE

F;mluumr might want to write notes penodicatly on a thp chart to help partcipants see as
weldl as hear the gquestions, therr answers and contirm that the tacilitator 1 capturing ideas
accurately.

@ Welcome

@ Purpose of conversation and expected outcomes (you might want to post these)
(see section on cutcemes below)

B Describe follow-up participants can expect
& |ntroductions
8 Go over materials handed out

¥ Go over process for getting drinks, taking a break, getting paid and/or getting
reimbursed for travel expenses

B Discuss format of the conversation
8 Proceed with questicns
& Finish on time.

Suggested Outcomes

NOTE: Av weandicated inan carhier section, i order 1o give vou an idea of how the
conversations can unfold on g variets of issaes, we have meluded more outcomes than you can
comiortably cover tn 90 minutes or tw o hours, We recommend that vou lini the number o

outcomes ~o people teel they have had adeguate nme o discuss cach.

OUTCOMLE I: We will better understand how people feel about how schools are
doing and about how their child's school in particular is doing.

Are public schools getting better or worse? (Ask tor a show of hanas and record the
tesultsy IF better. what do vou see thateils you this? 1T - orse what do vou see that tells
vou ths !

What are public schools” streneths?
What are their weahnesses?
Are the schools i this commumty mame community y veiting betler or warse?

What are their strengths?

24
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'

6 What are ther weahnesses

What dovou need to see to know that schools are mmproving” Test seores soup? Propout
rates decrease ? Colicge admission rates go up!? Districtwide or sttewide test scores
increase ! Keports that sehools are sater? Teachers more involved and exented about the

schoold ! Stidents more imvolved und excited about school” Other?

S How would vou deseribe sour refationship wath sour child's ~chool » What's poad abowt

1?7 What™s not good?
9. When yvou go o the school, how are vou greeted?
1L How often do vou hear from sour child's teachers? Far what reasons !
P Can you reach vour chitd’s teacher when you need to?

12, Does vour school doa goad job of keepimg youintormed about what 1s happening and/or
mvolved i what s gomy on? What other ways would vou lihe vour school (o

communicate with you”’

L2 Are you tanuliar with the sie based decimwonmaking counctl it apphicabler” Are vou

imvolved inany decrsiomnaking about school pohicies and practces?

14 What do you think people who are not involved with public schools at this time think

about them™?

QUTCOME 2: We will have an wdea of how well peaple understand what the school
is doing and how they explain their work.

Q Have you ever heard of the tollowing terms! What do vou think they mean” (Il sothimy,
thut's fine. Facilitator does not have to detime ot explam. Test teems frequently used by school

personnel.)

P Education reform
Standards

Vo Porttolio assessmient

4. Avcountabihity

BEST (O i -

VL L

OO
Pend
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Facihtator should develop a response torm that includes components that are part of

current school piprovement ettorts, See sample befow

i
Response Form
How mmportant is cach of the following components in increasing student learning !

Please rank them in arder of importance to you from 1 to 12 ;
. |
_ High academic standards are set.

Allstudents will meet higher standards. (All students, regardiess of background or
ability, will be enabled to reach higher standards. no matter what it takes.)

. Cumculum stresses the basics plus more advanced skills.
The school is safe and orderly.
Students adhere to dress codes.

Teachers have more control and responsibility in school management and deciding
curricufum.

Teachers continue tratning and professional development.

Fducators are held accountable and judged on whether their studet “s score better on
Various Measures.

Parents are partners in making decisions about their child's learning.
Community and soctal responsibility is an important value for the scheols to teach.
Students learning by doing (“hands-cn™ approach to learning).

Computers und other technology are important tools for learning and
communication.
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OUTCOME 3: We will have an idea of how well people undersiand standards,

Do we have high standards in our schools now? How have vou come to this conclusion?
Po we need higher standards?
When people talk about standards, what do you think they ale talking about?

What is your reaction to the idea that ALL students can achieve higher standards? If you
agree, why do you believe this? If you do not agree, why not? What gets 1n the way of all
students achieving high standards?

Do you think public schools should set higher standards for ALL students?
Do you know what [state school or district’s name] current standards are?
Do you know what standards your child is expected to meet?

How do you know if your child is meeting high standards? What are the indicators? What
do you see and hear that makes you think your child is or is not meeting high standards?

OUTCOME 4: We will better understand how schools and parents know what
students are learning.

Do you know what your child is expected to leam in school?

Do you know how your child is leamning these things? Do you want to know mnere? Are
you able to get this information?

How do you know if he or she 1s learning what is expected? What do you sce and hear that
gives you this information?

What else do you need to know to judge whether your child is learming what he/she
should?

What do you think 1s the best way to know whether your child s leaming? Grades? Test
scores? Portfolios? Secing your child’s homework? Your child’s attiude toward school?
A combination of these? Other?

What do you need to see to know that your child is learning more? Test scores go up?
Grade. go up? Your child knows the basics better? Your child's interest in schoolwork
goes up? Other?

<3
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OUTCOME 3: We will have a better tdea of what participants understand about
“the learning environment.”

Proscobe wbar i rdead Classroonn wonld look hhe and wound Bhe s leaimny were womny

on

s this rdead classeoom ditterent from the classroom you experioneed s astadent ! How s

tedirterent  Should today s classroom be i tferent than i used o be? Why or why not!

OUTCOME 6: We will better understand parents’ relationship with their schools
and how they want to be invalved”?

Inwhae was s does your school make 1t possible to beinvolved P Teacher conterences”
Conumttees " PTA or PTO7 Other

Do vou recenve amy guidance from your school oy e hetter able w help sour child

earn? Do vow hnow how vou can be helptal?
D what wans would vou Irhe wo be mvolved”? With vour child > Wath the schnol?

Do vou think the school makes it casy for vou o be more involved! Given the

opportunity. would you want to do more”?

What does “hemng involved™ mean to vou?

OUTCOME 7: Find our how participants® priorities for their schools compare with
the district’s priorities.

Facthitator shotld hand out a torm simdar o the <o nple below:

Response Form

List your 2-5 current priorities for the schools and distnet and rank these in order of
impartance to you. Then list the 3-5 current prioritics you think the district has. Rank these
i order of importance to you. What would you add to the distnct's prionties” Delete”?
Would you replace them with your priortties or any others suggested tonight?

OUTCOME 8: We will learn whether we are using the right communication
vehicles to reach different segments of the community.

What are your sources ot intormation about the schools? (0se show of hands and record
rosults ) Teachers ! Students? Other parents” School administrators? Business keaders?
Newspapers? Pohitieal leaders ? Radio and TV? Other?
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How To ANALYZE RESULTS
OF DO-IT-YOURSELF FOCUS GROUPS

To be completed by facilitator:

A

Tally response forms and, where appropridte. hist responses in order of iinportance. You
can compare responses among groups or with other data collected through surveys and
focus groups mside and outside your district. I vou hold simular discussions pertodically
twe would urge vou to do thish. vou can track changes in public attitudes on these issues.

Group the answers under the outcomes identified in the questtonnaire the facilitator
follows. You can draw conclusions trom the information you sce.

Wnte an overview, highlighting the key findings and main conclusions vou can draw from
participants’ responses. (See sample sumnmary on page 20

Muake recommendations from the findings. For example. if the responses you received tell
you the ssues that are impostant in your commuanity are not bemng addressed by changes
you are making in vour schools, you have a mismatch. You can make recommendations
dbout (a) rethinking changes that are under way, (b) involving more people in making
decisions about the changes that are to be made, or (¢) showing people that the changes
under way address the concerns they have put forth. As we said carlier. it IS ¢nitical that

vou act on information vou gather

10y ou see distinet differences between the responses given by ditferent gioups, point that

out in your report.

Consider preparing a BRIEF oral presentation with visuals to accompany written report to

school or district feaders.
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How TO REPORT BACK TO THE COMMUNITY
AND TURN YOUR FINDINGS INTO ACTION

To be carried out by school or district sponsoring the conversations:

A

Make entire report v alable te participants, community. members, sponsors ot the

conmmunits conversattons, superntendent, sehool board members, ele.

NOTE Your seportis pubhic imtarmanon so anyone who reguests it should recenve it
You man consider anonunal tee it you recenve alarge number ot requests.

Hiehhights o1 the report (o VERY briet summary) should go w hey people med,
tnternal publics such as weachers’ . adiministrators” and classified employees” associations,
external groups such as keaders m business, churchios an § synagagues: civie and senor

viizen groups. hieher education institntions: ete

Send athank-voui etter to each focus group participant 11 the results are summarized

within several davs othat s the goalhy, include report in the letter,
Consder offering tormal presentations to sanous groups

In the reports to vartous segments ot the community., spell out how the school or district
will tse the intonmation. Be specific about what changes and/er improvements will be
hade 0 reapond Lo issues and coneerns rased by conversaton participants. Report back
later with resulis of those changes. Keep inmind that, while people will appreciate the
opportunity to be heard through these conversations, they also will expect that school or
district leaders will take therr comments seriously and do something to respond. To
cmphasize what we advised at the begimning ot this purde: ONLY HOST THESE
CONVERSATIONS I YOU INTEND TO TAKE ACTION BASED ON WHAT YOU
HEAR' It vou ask people to share thetr view s and do not take aeuen, vou sl demere

harm than good to vour relationships with community members.
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SamPLES

Example of Summary of Information
(To be prepared by facilitator)

Focus Group Report for (name of community}

Prepared by: (fucilitator name and phone number)

Eight participants, parents or guardians of students in our district (or school) took part in
informal focus groups about education issues on (date) at (place). The guided d:-cussion was
structured around two outcomes (an outcome is a statement of what vou want to accomplish
with the focus group).

. We will better understand purents’ relationship with their schools and how they want to be
imvolved.

P

2 We will learmn how participants” priorities for their schools compare with the district’s
priorities.

This report 15 organized around five questions asked. tafly ot hand votes on specific
questions, sammary response sheets, summary of discussion, notable quotes and highlights of
common themes.

Five questions used by the facilitator to guide discussion:
. What way s does your school make it possible 1o be involved? Teacher conferences?

Committees? PTA or PTO? Other?

2 Do voureceive any guidance from vour school so you ase better able to help your child
learn? Do vou know how vou can be hetpful? (asked for show of hands)

3. In what ways would you like to be involved? With your child? With the school?

4. Do you think the school makes 1t casy for you 1o be more involved? Given the opportunity.
would you want te do more? (asked for show of hands)

S, What does “being involved™ mean to you?

DO
~J
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Tallies for show of hands:

Question 2:

8 Two participants indicated they recene some gundanee from the school to help therr child

fearn: six indicated they do not recenve any emdance.

B Four people indicated they know how 1o be helplul two of the tour were the same people as
the two whe beheve they recene some guidance from school. Four imdicated they do not

know how they can be hetptul i therr chld’s learning,

Question 4.

B One person indicated that he thinks the sehiool makes 1t easy to be mvolved  the same
person who indicated she recerved some guidance trom the sehool about how to be helptul
inher child's learning (Question 21 Seven partictpants indicated they do not think the

school makes it casy.

B All cight indicated they want to he more involved.

Response Sheet Summary

The response form from Outcome 2 sard: Fast your 3-5 priorinies tor the schools and
distiict and rank these in order of importance to vou. Then list the 3-S current priorities you
think the district has. Rank these v order of importance to you, What would you add to the
districts prionties? Delete? Would you replace them with your priortiies or any others

suygrested tonight?

B Personul prionties ientioned most often weres high academic achievement, safety .
discipline, technology, exceellent teaching sttt and good extracurnicular activities. mcluding
sports amnd musice.

B Priontes hsted lor the district included improsing test scores, strengthening teaching stait
and reducing class stees. Participants did not want to delete any from this hst, but wanted to
add- repair and update butldigs, make better use of buses so they are not operating with
only one or two students on them, and reduce the number of administrators so there will be
more money to fix up buildings,

z3
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Summary of Discussion

Generally, participants want to be more involved i their child’s school, particularly i
relation to helping their child learn, e, parents are looking for way s they ¢in help at home to
reinforce what is being taught at school. Participants said they wsualiy do not know whut
academic expectations are for the year or what will be taught, but consider this essential
knowledge to being involved. The school should provide this knowledge. they said.

Participants also were interested in serving on commitiees and in the PTA but do not
consider such service as helping with student learming. Instead. they see such serviee us o
general way of supporting the school. Participants said teacher conferences are short and they
usually do not get a chance to raise what 1s on their minds. Participants also expressed
stgnificant frustration about always having to take off from work to go to the school for teacher
conterences or vther meetings, Addinonally. virtually all participants said they are frustrated
and offended by educators™ use of education jargon and lack of genuine hstening

in short. participants said being invohved means being knowledgeable about the academie
expectations schoals have for therr children and about how they can help at hoime. And. the
school staff should take the imuative and be more texible on when o meet with parents and

ruardians

Notable Quotes

B “Why do Talways have to take eft work 1o go o teacher conferences” Thave ajob too, but

can’'t take oft whenever [ want.™

B “The school onby wants me to be mvolved it hring tood for the teachers when they have an

inservice dayv.”

B When [ call the teacher. [ never get her onthe phone Why doesn’™ the school have voree

minl and 4 phone tor each teacher?”

® “Just once. | would like 10 go to a parent/teacher conterence where 1 get time to ask
questions about what Ehehieve is important for my child.”

29
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Highlights of Common Themes
B The ~chool statt and parents have aditferent wdea ot what s olsement’” i

B Parents think the ~chool should do more to welcome them as partnets in helpimy students

fearn, not st peaple o be boosters tor the schoot s image.

B Purents do not want anythimg tuncy i education: they ust want solid acadenmie learnimy iz
sate. disciphaed environment.

If vy ou have questions regarding this report, please et me know. | hope this intormation s
hielptul

30
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Date]
[Name and address of participant]

Dear {first nuine of participant}:

Thank you for agreeing to contribute your ume and thoughts to the [school/district
name] focus groups about education issues ut [time of day], [day and date] and {place].
Directions to [place} are enclosed, along with a stamped, seif-addressed RSVP card 0
confinm your attendance and let us know if you plan to use the child care provided.
{OPTIONAL.: This letter also confirms that you will receive an (amount) fec at the end of
the meeting.}

We are counting on you to help us gather inforthation we can use o better serve the
education needs of children in our community. If, for some reason, you find that you cannot
make the meeting, please let [name of person] know at [phone number]. The meeting is
structured based on an exact number of participants, so if you cannot attend, we will ask
someone to take your place.

If you have any questions, please call [name of person] at the number listed in the
previous paragraph. Otherwise, you can expect a confirmation call from us on [day or date).

Sincerely,
[name and ttie of person)
Encls.

P.S. Thanks again for making the time to help us serve our children better We vilue
vour contribution.

o
P~
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Focus Groups About Education

(Day. date. time)

[NGTE It vouwili be verung cards back from people invited to one of several sessiony,
make sure vou specits which session on the RSVP card. |

Yes. I will attend the meeting.
_ No.Twill not attend the mecting.
. Yes Twill need child care tor {number! ot children age
____No.wilbnot need child care.

NAME:

PHONE NUMBER:
[day and evening|

This 1s [name] cailing to remind you about the do-it-yourself focus groups about
education that you agreed to attend. It is at {time of day]. [day and date], at [place]. We
understand from your RSVP that you will need child care [if offered] for fnumber and ages
of children] or will not need child care. (You will receive your famnount] fee at the end of the
meeting.)

Do you have any questions? [if yes, answer: if no, repeat the fact that questions can be
asked of (name of person) at (phone number)].

We apprecrate your help and look forward to a lively, interesting conversation. Thanh
vou.

2

<«
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